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London, UK: The UK’s four mobile operators – Three, O2, Vodafone and EE – offer a slightly better
service than the cheaper third party operators using their networks but most customers are unlikely to
notice the difference. This is the key finding of the first large-scale performance test to compare the
performance of the UK's mobile network operators (MNOs) against the mobile virtual network operators
(MVNOs) using their infrastructure. 

40,000 tests were carried out using the SignalTracker mobile app across the UK in a range of urban,
suburban and rural locations.

SignalTracker, a partner service from spectrum policy experts PolicyTracker, compared Vodafone to
Lebara Mobile, EE to LycaMobile, Three to iD Mobile and O2 to giffgaff to find out just how download
speed (Mbps) differs between these providers. All the tested MVNOs use the existing networks of the
mobile network operators (MNOs) and are generally cheaper.

Our tests focused on Central London as an urban case study; south London and south Birmingham as
suburban tests and the Isle of Skye, Lincolnshire and Cumbria for our rural tests. We found that in the
urban and suburban tests, all networks are consistently achieving more than the 20 Mbps download
speed needed for everyday usage.

In simple terms, it is unlikely that consumers will notice the difference between network operators and
MVNOs, as download speeds are often separated by less than 10 Mbps.

However, Three and O2 were considerably faster than their partner MVNOs. In our suburban tests Three
averaged 105 Mbps download speed against just 26 Mbps from iD Mobile. Similarly, giffgaff fell
consistently short of the service provided by O2. In our suburban tests, O2 averaged 56 Mbps download
speed against just 41 Mbps on giffgaff: the MVNO was also beaten for speed in the urban tests by O2.
Overall, our fastest speeds were on Three and our slowest were on iD. 

Regarding reliability, we found that MVNOs were more likely to suffer failed tests than MNOs. When this
metric is taken into account, MNOs offer a better service even though their download speeds are very
similar.

In the case of Vodafone, we experienced test failure in 1% of cases across our urban and rural test
areas. On its MVNO Lebara, this rose to 24% and 19%. More noticeable was the difference between O2
and giffgaff, with only 4% average test failure across all O2 tests versus 43% average test failure on
giffgaff - close to half. 

The performance gap between network operators and MVNOs is inconsistent – in South London O2 and
giffgaff had similar speeds but O2 massively outpaced giffgaff in our Birmingham tests. 

SignalTracker also analysed the mobile bands being used by network operators and their MVNOs to see
if this explained differences in performance. iD has slower speeds than Three because it lacks access to
the best performing mobile bands but in other pairings, this doesn’t to affect overall performance.

For consumers, what matters the most is value – our report highlights several MVNOs who offer a very
similar service to MNOs at much cheaper prices. 

While we do believe MVNOs offer generally better value, we also factored in the existence of 5G
standalone (5G SA), the ultra-fast service offered by EE, Vodafone and O2. 

No MVNO currently has access to 5G SA and when we add those results into our comparison, it makes a
big difference and can even see average download speeds topping 100 Mbps.

For customers streaming, using VR and AR technology, looking to game on the go or download large
files frequently, 5G standalone provides an advantage for these tasks over any MVNO.
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Read the full report here to learn more about our findings and methodology by completing this form.

Distributed By Pressat page 2 / 3

https://www.policytracker.com/brochure-for-signal-surveys/
https://pressat.co.uk/


 

Company Contact:

   

PolicyTracker, publisher of SignalTracker  

T. 02071002875
E. martin@policytracker.com
W. https://www.signal-tracker.net

Additional Contact(s):
Martin Sims, MD, mobile: 07741 964738

View Online

Additional Assets:

Newsroom: Visit our Newsroom for all the latest stories:
https://www.policytracker.pressat.co.uk

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

Distributed By Pressat page 3 / 3

https://www.policytracker.pressat.co.uk/
https://www.policytracker.pressat.co.uk/
https://pressat.co.uk/releases/the-first-comprehensive-performance-test-of-uk-mobile-operators-and-their-mvnos-28f3ffd37e7fdd999b69d6ce476a1643/
https://policytracker.pressat.co.uk/
http://www.tcpdf.org
https://pressat.co.uk/

